Microbial pick and mix, diagnostic flu tissues, and nutrient lung conditioner perhaps do not feature among the items on a typical shopping list, but all-and more-adorn the shelves of the futuristic science shop The Heart and Lung Convenience Store, a curiously creative collection of interactive installations and engaging exhibits that has popped up this autumn in a somewhat surprising location, the heart of a bustling London shopping centre.
Following on from The Heart and Lung Repair Shop in 2014, The Heart and Lung Convenience Store, which is staffed by scientists from The National Heart and Lung Institute (NHLI) at Imperial College London (London, UK) and supported by a People Award from the Wellcome Trust, explores the ways in which modern medicine is becoming increasingly available, personal, and convenient.
The small shop's shelves are stacked high with inventive products that may sound like something from a science fiction film, including pet lungs (which respond to the input of personal health data), implanted sensor systems to monitor daily particulate intake, and health loyalty cards (for which points can be earned by submitting health data to medical research organisations), but they are based on real research ongoing at the Institute, and provide a playful perspective on what the future of medicine could be likealthough perhaps in a more perfect world.
According to Sara Rankin, professor of leukocyte and stem cell biology at the NHLI, who is involved in the project, "it is an opportunity for scientists and clinicians in NHLI to share the wonder of their research and vision of future healthcare possibilities with Hammersmith [the local area] and the wider community. We hope that people living in Hammersmith will have a better understanding of the research that is being carried out at NHLI in Hammersmith and South Kensington."
Unlike the typical convenience store, the NHLI's take offers a varied programme of talks, workshops, and demonstrations showcasing scientists at the institute, from how to build the blood vessels in your lungs (with lego), to why asthma makes it hard to breathe, and how tuberculosis is diagnosed. Visitors can even take their chances in the "heart and lung lottery", in which the odds are improved if you do not smoke, drive a car, or use aerosol deodorant-all of which affect the quality of the air we breathe. The lottery machine itself is a visual representation of the air quality in the local area.
For those struggling to strike up spontaneous conversation with the workforce of enthusiastic scientific shop assistantswho are all researchers from the NHLI-a conversation menu is even available, offering options such as "what are adult or tissue stem cells?" as an appealing appetiser, hearty main courses like "how will we use stem cells to treat lung disease?", and perhaps finishing with a light "what is it like to be a scientist?" for dessert. Importantly, local residents and workers popping out in their lunch breaks are invited to uncover research conducted on their doorsteps and offer their opinions on engaging and topical questions such as how they feel about the way the price of drugs is regulated and what they think about using smart phone apps to monitor personal health data, such as breathing rate and lung capacity. "We hope to engage the general public and we are embedded within the community, so the majority of people are just passers by", says Sara Rankin, "we get a chance to discuss the wider implications of our research and future healthcare possibilities with a wide range of people, which gives us new insights into the potential societal impact of the research".
The pop-up format is a relatively new one for public engagement in science, and, while it could easily be described as family fun, the researchers refreshingly embrace all age groups, irrespective of whether they have the excuse of an accompanying child. In fact, the very welcome invitation to chat to scientists, and vote on the ideal future goals for health care-from a world without common colds, to selfcare for a better quality of life, or personalised pills-make the store the perfect pop up for adults with an interest in health as well as a school holiday attraction for budding young scientists. According to Sara Rankin, uptake has been "very positive, last year we had over 2000 people visit us, this year we have extended our opening hours... so we hope to attract even more people."
From fascinatingly futuristic products to intriguing ideas and discussion, The Heart and Lung Convenience Store provides a whole new outlook on the local corner shop, and an imaginative look at what the future could have in store for lung health care. The Heart and Lung Convenience Store is at Kings Mall, Hammersmith, London, UK, until Nov 1, 2015.
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